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Globally, over 65 million people were forcibly displaced in 2016, which equates to 20 people being forced to leave their homes every minute. We can estimate that forcibly displaced populations include almost 10 million persons with disabilities. 

In situations of forced displacement persons with disabilities continue to be left behind. Refugees, asylum seekers and internally displaced persons (IDPs) with disabilities face compounding and intersecting risks, on the basis of both displacement and disability. They are disproportionately affected by humanitarian emergencies and are at increased risk of violence, exploitation and abuse in these contexts. They face barriers to accessing essential protection and assistance, and often lack access to services needed to meet their specific needs. We also know that, if they are empowered, persons with disabilities can be key partners in protection and use their capacities for the benefit of their communities. 

UNHCR’s work with persons with disabilities is grounded in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). Furthermore, UNHCR’s Age, Gender and Diversity Policy reflects the principles of the CRPD, setting out our commitment to ensuring that persons with whom we work enjoy their rights on an equal footing and are able to participate fully in the decisions that affect their lives and the lives of their family members and communities.

In this regard, UNHCR is particularly grateful for donor support, which has enabled us to enhance targeted efforts to promote the rights of persons with disabilities in our own and partner programming. This support has also enabled UNHCR to contribute substantially to global initiatives to promote the rights of persons with disabilities in humanitarian action. UNHCR is an active member of the IASG and is pleased to be participating in the IASC Task Team for inclusion of persons with disabilities in humanitarian action. 

The New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants, adopted by the General Assembly in 2016, and its first annex, the Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF), provide a solid foundation for UNHCR to expand partnerships with governments, development actors and other stakeholders to strengthen service systems in refugee hosting countries, for the benefit of persons with disabilities within displaced and host populations. This includes an enhanced effort to engage with civil society in refugee hosting countries in order to strengthen community based support networks, and to address exclusion and discrimination experienced by persons with disabilities. Looking forward, we seek to meaningfully include the voices of persons with disabilities in development of the Global Compact on Refugees, to be presented to the General Assembly in 2018. We are therefore pleased that the International Disability Alliance (IDA) is now engaged as the focal point for civil society input to the Global Compact, in relation to the rights of persons with disabilities. 

Linked to these efforts, UNHCR is making progress towards realizing our WHS commitment to strengthen partnerships with organizations of persons with disabilities. In a number of countries, we have already established new partnerships with local organizations of persons with disabilities, and plan to further expand this network. At the regional level, UNHCR is collaborating with organizations like the European Disability Forum in advocating for the rights of refugees with disabilities in Europe, and bringing attention to the key protection concerns they face. 

Institutionally, UNHCR is working to ensure that the rights of persons with disabilities are integrated in all aspects of programming. For example, over the last three years we have worked with key country operations to bring refugees and IDPs with disabilities, local organizations of persons with disabilities, state actors, together with UNHCR and partners, to jointly develop action plans that support the rights of persons with disabilities. Lessons learned from this work at field level have fed into disability inclusion efforts at an institutional level, to improve accessibility in our programming and to build our capacity to monitor protection and assistance to persons with disabilities. For example, we are now working to improve identification of persons with disabilities at registration, with support from Handicap International and the Washington Group secretariat. 

UNHCR is also building the capacity of other actors working in forced displacement contexts. In partnership with the Women’s Refugee Commission, we are developing a training programme that applies the principles of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) to situations of forced displacement; and this resource will be available to staff, partners and other actors globally later this year. 

We look forward to continuing to work with our partners to ensure that persons with disabilities in situations of forced displacement are empowered to enjoy their rights on an equal basis with others. 
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